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LETTER  OF  TRANSMITTAL 

May  20,  1911. 

To  the  Board  of  Election  Commissioners 
of  the  City  of  Chicago. 

GENTLEMEN  : 

By  direction  of  the  Board  of  Trustees  of  the  Chicago  Bureau 
of  Public  Efficiency,  I  am  transmitting  herewith  a  report  on  the 
proposed  purchase  of  voting  machines  by  the  Board  of  Election 
Commissioners  of  the  City  of  Chicago. 

As  stated  in  the  report  itself,  the  inquiry  on  which  the  report 
is  based  was  undertaken  when  it  was  learned  through  public  ad- 
vertisement that  bids  were  to  be  opened  on  May  22  for  1,200 
voting  machines.  This  work  is  in  line  with  the  general  purpose 
of  the  Bureau  of  Public  Efficiency  to  make  studies  of  the  ex- 
penditures of  the  local  governing  bodies  and  to  furnish  the  pub- 
lic with  exact  information  and  constructive  suggestions  relative 
thereto. 

The  Judge  of  the  County  Court  and  the  members  of  the  Board 
of  Election  Commissioners  and  its  officers  and  employes  have 
been  most  cordial  in  affording  to  representatives  of  this  Bureau 
opportunity  to  secure  information  on  the  subject  under  consider- 
ation. This  report  is  offered,  not  in  a  spirit  of  hostile  criticism, 
but  in  the  hope  that  it  may  be  of  suggestive  value  to  the  Board  of 
Election  Commissioners  and  of  benefit  to  the  tax-paying  public. 

Respectfully  submitted, 

CHICAGO  BUREAU  OF  PUBLIC  EFFICIENCY, 

HERBERT  R.  SANDS, 

Director. 


PROPOSED  PURCHASE  OF  VOTING  MACHINES 

BY  THE 

BOARD  OF  ELECTION  COMMISSIONERS 
OF  THE  CITY  OF  CHICAGO 

On  April  27,  1911,  the  Board  of  Election  Commissioners  of 
the  city  of  Chicago  advertised  for  bids  for  voting  machines,  the 
bids  to  be  opened  May  22.  The  advertisement  calls  for  bids  on 
1,200  machines  with  delivery  as  follows:  Not  to  exceed  200 
within  four  months  of  the  date  of  signing  the  contract;  not  to 
exceed  300  more  within  nine  months;  not  to  exceed  500  more 
within  sixteen  months;  the  balance  and  final  installment  within 
twenty-one  months  from  the  date  of  signing  the  contract.  The 
Board  of  Election  Commissioners  reserves  the  right  to  take  a  less 
number  of  machines  at  the  same  rate  and  to  require  the  delivery 
of  additional  machines  at  a  price  no  higher  than  that  named  in 
the  original  contract. 

The  amount  of  money  involved  in  this  transaction,  if  the  num- 
ber of  voting  machines  named  in  the  specifications  should  be  pur- 
chased, presumably  would  be  in  excess  of  $1,000,000.  No  well 
defined  plan  for  financing  the  proposition  seems  to  have  been  for- 
mulated by  the  Board  and  inquiry  on  the  part  of  representatives 
of  the  Chicago  Bureau  of  Public  Efficiency  disclosed  the  fact  that 
neither  the  comptroller  of  the  city  nor  the  finance  committee  of 
the  city  council  had  been  consulted  upon  the  matter  of  providing 
funds  for  the  purchase  of  voting  machines.  Bidders  themselves 
are  asked  to  name  the  terms  and  conditions  of  payment,  "particu- 
larized as  to  the  method,  time,  amount,  interest,  etc." 

Further  inquiry  of  election  officials  and  others  by  members 
of  the  staff  of  this  Bureau  disclosed  that  the  successful  bidder 
would  be  expected  to  take  in  payment  for  voting  machines  pur- 
chased, evidences  of  indebtedness  to  be  issued  by  the  Board  of 
Election  Commissioners,  with  the  approval  of  the  County  Judge, 
to  be  payable  by  the  city  of  Chicago,  but  failed  to  develop  what 
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the  character  of  such  evidences  of  indebtedness  would  be,  the 
form  thereof,  or  what  provisions  were  to  be  made  for  liquidating 
the  same  as  they  matured. 

In  view  of  this  somewhat  anomalous  situation,  the  Bureau 
of  Public  Efficiency  has  made  as  full  an  inquiry  into  the  subject 
as  the  limited  time  prior  to  the  opening  of  bids  would  permit,  the 
results  and  conclusions  of  which  inquiry  are  set  forth  herein. 

VOTING  MACHINE  LAW 

The  general  assembly  of  Illinois  in  1903  passed  a  law  author- 
izing the  use  of  voting  machines  in  this  state.  By  the  terms  of 
the  act,  election  officials  are  authorized  to  submit  to  the  voters  of 
specified  civil  divisions  of  the  state  the  proposition  to  adopt 
a  voting  machine  or  voting  machines.  When  the  people  vote  af- 
firmatively upon  such  proposition  the  proper  election  officials  may 
lease  or  purchase  voting  machines. 

The  requirements  which  must  be  met  by  the  voting  machine 
adopted  are  laid  down  with  considerable  particularity  in  the  act 
and  provision  is  made  for  a  board  of  voting  machine  commission- 
ers, consisting  of  the  secretary  of  state  and  of  two  other  persons, 
who  shall  be  mechanical  experts,  to  be  appointed  by  the  governor. 
No  machine  may  be  purchased  without  the  certification  of  this 
state  board  of  voting  machine  commissioners  that  it  meets  the  re- 
quirements of  the  statute. 

On  November  4,  1904,  the  general  proposition  to  adopt  voting 
machines  was  submitted  to  the  electors  of  Chicago  and  was  ap- 
proved by  a  vote  of  229,577  f°r>  to  27,081  against.  Prior  to  that 
time  some  experimental  use  had  been  made  of  machines  placed  on 
trial  in  a  few  selected  precincts  and  immediately  thereafter  the 
Board  of  Election  Commissioners  took  steps  looking  to  the  pur- 
chase of  voting  machines.  Bids  were  asked  and  opened  on  three 
different  occasions. 

STEPS  LOOKING  TO  PURCHASE 

November  21,  1904,  the  Board  called  for  bids  on  such  number 
of  machines  as  might  be  necessary  to  equip  the  polling  places  un- 
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der  its  supervision.  The  following  July  all  the  bids  submitted 
under  this  call  were  withdrawn  and  the  manufacturers  agreed  to 
submit  machines  for  experimental  use.  At  the  fall  election  of 
1905,  and  again  in  the  April,  1907,  election  machines  were  so 
used. 

The  city  council  having  appropriated  $100,000  in  the  1907 
budget  for  the  purchase  of  voting  machines,  the  Board,  on  July 
12,  1907,  advertised  for  bids  for  furnishing  machines  to  that 
amount,  the  Board  to  have  the  right  to  make  a  purchase  for  any 
part  thereof.  The  bids  received  in  response  to  this  advertisement 
were  opened  October  31,  1907,  and  purchase  thereunder  deferred 
pending  the  examination  of  the  machines  by  the  Board's  experts. 
These  tests  were  commenced  immediately  and  continued  until 
March  23,  1908,  when  the  Board  decided  not  to  purchase  at  that 
time.  (Pending  this  decision  the  city  council  again  in  the  1908 
budget  appropriated  $100,000  for  the  purchase  of  machines.) 
Serious  objection  to  the  mechanical  construction  of  the  machines 
was  assigned  as  the  reason  for  rejecting  the  bids. 

January  15,  1909,  the  Board  again  advertised  for  bids  to  be 
opened  September  15  of  that  year.  It  was  proposed  to  purchase 
machines  to  such  an  amount,  not  in  excess  of  $100,000,  as  the 
Board  might  determine.  In  response  to  this  call  four  machines 
were  offered  in  competition,  the  names  of  the  machines  and  the 
prices  bid  being  as  follows : 

Empire — $925.    With  primary  attachment,  $50  additional. 

Willix — $1,050. 

Triumph — $900.     With  instruction  model,  $925. 

Winslow — $900. 

ACTION  OF  BOARD  IN  1909 

After  these  machines  had  been  tested  by  experts  the  Board  re- 
jected all  the  bids  and  in  so  doing  rendered  a  decision  which  was 
in  part  as  follows : 

"As  in  the  previous  investigation,  the  machines  were  thoroughly  in- 
spected and  tested  by  three  mechanical  experts  at  the  instance  of  the 
Board.  Their  detailed  reports  show  that  while  substantial  improvements 
have  been  made  within  the  past  year,  yet  there  are  still  remaining  such 
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defects  in  the  mechanical  arrangement  of  all  the  machines  submitted  as 
to  preclude  their  practical  use  in  this  city. 

"This  Board  is  of  the  opinion  that  among  the  many  necessary  essen- 
tials required  by  the  specifications,  none  is  of  greater  importance  than 
that  which  requires  a  machine  to  record  the  vote  in  strict  compliance  with 
the  law,  and  absolutely  prevent  a  person  voting  for  more  candidates  than 
there  are  officers  to  be  elected. 

"A  machine  which  can  be  so  manipulated  as  to  permit  a  voter  to  vote 
for  more  candidates  than  the  law  permits  is  fatally  defective  and  its  use 
would  only  be  productive  of  protest  and  costly  litigation. 

"Each  machine  is  found  to  be  seriously  defective  and  their  purchase 
at  this  time  impracticable;  therefore,  all  bids  will  be  rejected. 

"The  defect  in  each  machine  will  be  shown  to  the  representative  of 
that  machine. 

"This  Board  in  response  to  an  overwhelming  vote  on  the  proposition 
has  faithfully  tried  to  find  a  satisfactory  voting  machine.  Our  efforts 
so  far  have  been  in  vain.  We  do  not  know  when  we  will  advertise  again 
for  bids,  if  at  all,  but  we  desire  to  purchase  voting  machines  as  soon  as 
one  that  is  satisfactory  is  presented. 

"Therefore  we  desire  to  announce  that  if  at  any  time  after  the  first 
day  of  December,  1909,  anyone  believes  that  he  or  they  have  a  voting 
machine  that  will  answer  our  purposes,  we  invite  you  to  bring  it  to  the 
Board,  and  the  same  will  be  inspected. 

"It  seems  to  us  that  this  will  be  a  proper  time  again  to  give  all  the 
suggestions  we  are  able  to  in  reference  to  the  kind  of  a  machine  that 
the  board  wants  to  buy: 

"First:  The  machine  must  allow  voting  in  accordance  with  the  laws 
of  the  State  of  Illinois. 

"Second:  The  machine  must  prevent  any  voting  not  in  accordance 
with  the  laws  of  the  State  of  Illinois. 

"Third:  It  must  be  accurate,  positive  and  incapable  of  fraudulent 
manipulation. 

"Fourth:    We  want  as  small  a  machine  as  is  practicable. 

"Fifth:    We  want  as  light  a  machine  as  is  practicable. 

"Sixth :  And,  taking  all  the  foregoing  into  consideration,  we  want 
as  cheap  a  machine  as  possible. 

"Seventh:  When  such  a  machine  is  presented  to  us  a  purchase  will 
be  made." 

In  response  to  the  foregoing  invitation,  during  the  spring  and 
summer  of  1910  three  machines  were  submitted  and  were  exam- 
ined by  mechanical  experts  employed  by  the  Board.  None  of 
these  machines  received  the  unqualified  indorsement  of  the  ex- 
perts. Although  many  improvements  had  been  effected  in  the 
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interim,  it  was  the  opinion  of  these  men  that  it  was  not  then  ad- 
visable to  purchase  a  large  number  of  machines  and  that  great 
improvements  were  to  be  looked  for  in  the  future.  The  machines 
on  which  the  mechanical  detail  had  been  more  satisfactorily 
worked  out  were  said  to  be  large,  heavy,  difficult  to  handle  and 
store  and  not  easily  set  up  and  adjusted — in  this  connection  af- 
fording opportunities  for  careless  or  dishonest  officials  to  nullify 
the  operation  of  the  machine. 


ADVERTISING  FOR  1,200  MACHINES 

Early  in  the  present  year  the  new  Board  of  Election  Commis- 
sioners that  came  into  office  last  December  took  up  for  considera- 
tion the  subject  of  the  purchase  of  voting  machines.  On  April 
27,  as  stated  at  the  outset  of  this  report,  the  Board  decided  to 
advertise  for  bids  for  1,200  voting  machines,  the  bids  to  be  opened 
on  May  22.  Prior  specifications  had  limited  the  bids  for  machines 
to  the  number  that  could  be  secured  for  $100,000. 

There  are  numerous  objections  to  the  purchase  on  one  order 
of  so  large  a  number  of  voting  machines  as  1,200.  According  to 
the  experts  who  have  made  examinations  heretofore  for  the  Board 
of  Election  Commissioners,  the  voting  machine  is  still  in  some- 
what of  an  experimental  stage  and  substantial  improvements  may 
be  looked  for  in  the  future. 

The  Chicago  situation  presents  unusual  obstacles  to  the  suc- 
cessful use  of  voting  machines.  Among  these  are  the  long  ballot 
made  necessary  by  the  large  number  of  offices  to  be  filled  at  some 
elections;  the  group  voting  for  certain  offices,  such  as  judges  and 
county  commissioners;  and  the  system  of  cumulative  voting  for 
members  of  the  lower  house  of  the  general  assembly,  which  is 
peculiar  to  Illinois.  The  fact  that  women  may  vote  for  university 
trustees  but  not  for  other  officers  requires  a  restrictive  device  that 
introduces  additional  complications.  The  long  ballot  necessitates 
the  use  in  Chicago  of  a  larger  and  heavier  machine  than  is  re- 
quired in  other  cities  that  have  adopted  voting  machines.  The 
size  and  weight  of  the  machine  cause  it  to  present  problems  of 
transportation,  of  storage  and  of  setting  up  in  the  voting  booth. 
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There  are  special  complexities  due  to  the  use  of  the  voting  ma- 
chine at  a  primary  election  at  which  nominations  are  to  be  made 
for  a  large  number  of  offices. 

Aside  from  the  mechanical  operation  of  the  machine  itself, 
there  are  other  elements  of  uncertainty  connected  with  the  use  of 
voting  machines  that  call  for  experimentation  and  caution.  It 
cannot  be  told  until  the  actual  trial  is  made  how  rapidly  the  voting 
can  be  done  by  machine,  even  assuming  the  mechanism  to  operate 
perfectly  so  far  as  all  except  the  human  element  is  concerned. 
This  Bureau  learns  that  in  Minneapolis,  where  voting  machines 
are  in  use,  the  voting  has  been  so  much  slower  than  anticipated 
that  it  has  been  found  necessary  to  install  two  machines  to  a  pre- 
cinct of  600  voters,  instead  of  one.  The  Illinois  law  contemplates 
a  single  machine  to  a  precinct  of  600  voters.  Then  there  are  the 
problems  of  transportation  and  storage  and  the  proper  setting  of 
the  machines  in  the  booths.  Three  of  these  machines  will  make  a 
truck  load  and  it  will  require  at  least  three  men  to  handle  one. 
Skilled  persons  will  be  required  to  set  them  up  when  taken  from 
the  storage  room  to  the  voting  booth.  It  would  seem  that  the 
Board  of  Election  Commissioners  ought  to  acquire  experience  in 
handling  50  or  100  machines  before  undertaking  the  burden  of 
managing  1,200.  This  experience,  moreover,  should  be  in  con- 
nection with  the  most  trying  elections,  such  as  the  primary  of 
April,  1912,  and  the  election  of  the  following  November,  when 
the  long  ballot  must  be  voted. 

The  voting  machine  law  contemplates  that  following  the  adop- 
tion of  machines  the  number  of  voters  to  a  precinct  will  be  dou- 
bled and  the  number  of  precincts  thus  reduced  by  half.  The 
statute  directs  the  rearrangement  of  precincts  so  that  each  pre- 
cinct shall  contain  approximately  600  voters.  On  the  basis  of  the 
present  registration,  this  would  give  only  705  precincts.  As  there 
is  supposed  to  be  but  one  machine  to  a  precinct,  with  possibly  an 
extra  machine  to  a  ward  for  emergency  purposes,  it  is  hard  to 
see  why  more  than  750  machines  at  the  outside  should  be  needed, 
if  the  requirements  of  the  statute  are  to  be  followed.  One  of 
the  chief  arguments  in  favor  of  voting  machines  is  that  they  will 
bring  about  a  substantial  decrease  in  the  cost  of  holding  elections. 
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Unless  this  contemplated  reduction  in  the  number  of  precincts  is 
made,  the  desired  saving  will  not  be  effected. 

THE  FINANCIAL  ASPECT 

The  financial  aspect  of  this  affair  also  calls  for  serious  consid- 
eration. The  Board  of  Election  Commissioners,  with  respect  to 
finances,  occupies  a  somewhat  anomalous  position.  Under  the 
law  some  of  its  expenses  must  be  paid  by  the  County  of  Cook, 
others  by  the  City  of  Chicago.  The  Board  claims,  and  probably 
rightly,  so  far  as  ordinary  expenditures  are  concerned,  that  it 
has  the  power  to  incur  liabilities,  for  the  payment  of  which  pro- 
vision must  be  made  by  the  city  or  county,  as  the  case  may  b«. 
The  Board  appears  to  assume,  and  perhaps  rightly,  that  this  pow- 
er to  incur  indebtedness  in  the  name  of  the  city,  without  the  con- 
sent of  its  officers,  is  broad  enough  to  include  the  purchase  of 
voting  machines  to  the  amount  of  $1,000,000  or  more. 

The  manner  in  which  this  obligation  is  to  be  provided  for 
is  not  clear.  The  financial  officers  of  the  city  have  been  in  no 
way  consulted  in  the  matter  and  it  evidently  is  the  intention  of 
the  Election  Commissioners  to  issue  in  payment  evidences  of  in- 
debtedness in  some  form  which  shall  be  payable  by  the  city. 
Whatever  power  there  is  to  do  so  (except  as  to  warrants  issued 
by  the  County  Judge  under  the  city  election  law)  is  to  be  found  in 
section  5  of  the  voting  machine  law,  which  is  as  follows: 

"The  local  authorities,  on  the  adoption  and  lease  or  purchase  of  a 
voting  machine  or  voting  machines,  may  provide  for  the  payment  there- 
for in  such  manner  as  may  be  deemed  for  the  best  interest  of  the  city, 
village,  incorporated  town  or  county.  They  may  for  that  purpose  make 
leases,  issue  bonds,  certificates  of  indebtedness,  or  other  obligations,  which 
shall  be  a  charge  on  the  city,  village,  incorporated  town  or  county.  Such 
bonds,  certificates  or  other  obligations  may  be  issued  with  or  without  in- 
terest, payable  at  such  time  or  times  as  the  authorities  may  determine, 
but  shall  not  be  issued  or  sold  at  less  than  par." 

So  far  as  investigators  for  this  Bureau  have  been  able  to  learn, 
there  are  in  the  records  of  the  office  of  the  Election  Commission- 
ers no  written  legal  opinions  covering  this  point,  nor  has  it  been 
passed  upon  by  the  courts. 
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RELATIONS  BETWEEN  THE  ELECTION  BOARD  AND  THE  CITY 

For  the  purpose  of  this  -discussion,  however,  the  legal  power 
of  the  Board  of  Election  Commissioners  to  issue  without  confer- 
ence with  the  city  authorities  evidences  of  indebtedness  which  the 
city  must  pay  is  a  matter  of  less  moment  than  the  wisdom  of  the 
course.  With  reference  to  ordinary  expenditures  the  Board,  while 
holding  that  it  is  not  bound  in  law  to  request  appropriations  from 
the  city  council,  does  go  through  the  form  of  stating  its  wants  to 
that  body  and  of  having  appropriations  made  for  it,  as  is  done 
for  other  departments  of  the  city  government.  This  is  the  course 
which  the  Board  ought  to  pursue.  Any  other  procedure  would 
tend  to  demoralize  the  finances  of  the  city.  The  power  conferred 
by  law  upon  the  Election  Commissioners  to  compel  the  city  to  pay 
its  expenses  was  not  intended  for  arbitrary  or  whimsical  use,  but 
only  as  a  safeguard  to  prevent  a  contumacious  city  government 
from  interfering  with  the  election  processes  by  wantonly  refusing 
to  make  appropriations  for  the  necessary  expenses  thereof. 

If  this  is  the  correct  view  with  respect  to  ordinary  expendi- 
tures involving  comparatively  small  amounts,  the  same  reasoning, 
of  course,  would  apply  with  still  greater  force  .to  the  proposition 
to  incur  obligations  of  large  amounts  for  extraordinary  purposes, 
such  as  the  purchase  of  voting  machines.  Public  opinion  should 
demand  that  the  Board  of  Election  Commissioners  confer  with  the 
financial  officers  of  the  city  prior  to  the  incurring  of  obligations 
for  $1,000,000,  or  even  $100,000,  the  amount  which  the  prior 
board  planned  to  spend  for  voting  machines.  The  prior  board  did, 
as  a  matter  of  fact,  twice  secure  council  appropriations  for  $100,- 
ooo  for  the  purchase  of  voting  machines,  in  advance  of  the  open- 
ing of  bids,  which  appropriations  were  not  drawn  upon  because 
the  machines  were  not  actually  purchased.  Action  by  the  city 
council  in  advance,  whether  necessary  in  law  or  not,  is  essential 
from  the  viewpoint  of  public  economy.  Evidences  of  indebtedness 
issued  by  the  Board  of  Election  Commissioners,  without  previous 
council  approval,  would  occupy  such  a  novel  status  that  they 
would  of  necessity  have  to  carry  a  higher  rate  of  interest  to  en- 
able them  to  sell  at  par.  The  city  can  borrow  money  for  about 
four  per  cent.  Obligations  of  the  Board  of  Election  Commission- 
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ers  presumably  would  carry  a  rate  at  least  one  per  cent  higher, 
and  one  per  cent  on  $1,000,000  amounts  to  $10,000  a  year — a  sum 
worth  saving.  Not  only  should  the  financial  officers  of  the  city 
be  consulted  in  advance  of  the  issuance  of  such  evidences  of  in- 
debtedness, but  they  ought  to  be  consulted  in  advance  of  the  ad- 
vertisement for  bids.  For  certainty  as  to  the  plans  for  payment 
might  be  a  factor  with  bidders  in  fixing  the  prices  quoted;  the 
more  definite  and  clear  the  arrangements  for  prompt  payment,  the 
lower  the  price. 

In  reply  to  what  has  been  stated  herein,  it  may  be  said  that 
the  Board  of  Election  Commissioners,  while  it  has  called  for  bids 
on  1,200  machines,  might  not  decide  to  purchase  that  number.  It 
has  the  right  under  the  specifications  to  take  a  smaller  number 
than  1,200,  or  to  reject  all  bids.  The  requirement  that  every  bid- 
der must  submit  with  his  bid  a  certified  check  for  five  per  cent 
of  the  amount  of  the  bid  in  all  probability  means  a  check  for  ap- 
proximately $50,000.  This  sum  might  be  so  large  as  to  deter 
some  bidders.  If  it  be  not  the  plan  to  purchase  1,200  machines, 
the  amount  of  the  deposit  should  be  less.  The  requirement  as  to 
the  delivery  of  the  machines,  in  case  an  order  for  1,200  is  placed, 
would  also  seem  to  be  so  severe  that  strict  compliance  with  the 
specifications  in  this  respect  would  be  out  of  the  question  for  most 
bidders,  if  not  all. 


MAIN  CONCLUSIONS  SUMMARIZED 

The  main  conclusions  reached  as  the  result  of  this  inquiry  may 
be  summarized  as  follows: 

1.  The  number  of  voting  machines  to  be  purchased  in  the 
near  future  should  be  limited  to  one  hundred  at  the  most;  and 
the  purchase  of  a  greater  number  of  machines  should  be  post- 
poned until  after  trial  at  the  primaries  of  April,  1912,  and  at  the 
election  of  November,  1912,  of  such  limited  number  of  machines. 

2.  The  Board  of  Election  Commissioners  should  seek  to  se- 
cure the  co-operation  of  the  financial  authorities  of  the  city  in 
advance  of  action  looking  to  the  purchase  of  voting  machines, 
whatever  the  amount  involved. 
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In  offering  these  suggestions  the  Chicago  Bureau  of  Public 
Efficiency  wishes  to  be  understood  as  in  nowise  hostile  to  the 
adoption  of  voting  machines.  It  merely  urges  the  policy  of  ex- 
perimentation and  caution  which  it  believes  is  demanded  by  ordi- 
nary business  prudence,  in  view  of  the  difficulties  and  uncertain- 
ties of  the  situation,  which  are  greater  for  Chicago  than  for  any 
other  city  in  the  land. 
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